In the changing economy of Sri Lanka and in its environment of political conflict, the situation of Muslims in the country, who are not a party to the ethno-nationalistic war, is worsening by the day.
Introduction
With the onset of 2009, the Sri Lankan ethnic war has crossed its twenty-fifth year of destruction, death and mayhem. The total death toll in this senseless war is anyone's guess, but the figure 70,000 is a conservative guesstimate by the international media. The economic cost of this war will run into billions of rupees if not dollars. To the outside world, this war is seen as a clash between two ethnic communities, the Sinhalese and the Tamils, and the fact that there is a third community, the Muslims, who have become the meat in the sandwich and is battling to survive particularly in the Tamil dominated areas of the north and east is yet to be told. What follows is a microscopic study of a strategic Muslim township, Kattankudy, in Eastern Sri Lanka, historically known for its Islamic conservatism and commercial acumen. This township is now caught between a rising religious factionalism on the one hand and Sinhalese and Tamil ethnic nationalisms on the other, in which the sinister political drama that is currently being staged between the ruling government and the so-called Tamil liberationists is threatening to jeopardise the very survival of this township.
generation to generation partly through inheritance and partly through matrimonial gifts. However, absentee landlordism became untenable with the introduction of the Paddy Lands Bill and other measures of land reform under the Bandaranaika governments. Consequently, the relationship between the owners and tenants became so tenuous and litigious that the absentee landlords of Kattankudy had no choice but to sell much of their paddy fields and estates to their former tenants in the south.
The lands beyond the lagoon, on the other hand, although they were in the heart of the Tamil territory, yet, because of their close proximity to Kattankudy, remained with the original owners. These lands were retained and cultivated under various tenancy arrangements often employing Tamils as farm labourers. However, after 1983, with the outbreak of ethnic violence, the Tamil Tigers and their supporters have taken over these lands forcibly and, according to the fact sheet produced by the Federation of Muslim Mosques and Institutions of Kattankudy, a total of 6,463 acres of paddy land, all belonging to the owners of Kattankudy, are now in the hands of Tamil occupiers. 5 According to another source, the Muslim Information Centre, a total of 63,000 acres of Muslim land has been lost in the Eastern province as a result of violence perpetrated by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) since 1990. 6 The LTTE leadership is said to be offering to buy back these lands from the legal owners at a price that was current more than 50 years ago.
Crumbling Economic Opportunities
With the loss of agricultural lands and disappearance of the weaving industry economic opportunities have become extremely restricted for the Muslims of this township. Retail business is turning out to be the only economic refuge for employment and revenue to a majority of its residents. Even in this sector the prospects look increasingly hazardous and fragile. Until recently, the retail business establishments of these Muslims were located mostly outside of Kattankudy. Towns such as Passara, Badulla, Bandarawela, Welimada, Moneragala, and Tangalla, and numerous other centres in the Sinhalese districts had attracted significant number of Kattankudy businessmen who opened up shops selling goods of all kinds from textiles to groceries, hardware and cooked food. Closer to home their shops were found in the regional towns of Batticaloa, Eravur and Valaichenai catering mostly to clientele from the Tamil community. An unfortunate aspect of their business is that very few of these businessmen ever settled in those towns permanently with their families. They rarely bought property or built their houses in these towns but remained largely as birds of passage sojourning to earn money while leaving their families at home in Kattankudy. This arrangement worked well as long as there was peace in the country and economic competition remained clean. While the ethnic war and widespread violence ruined the former an aggressive form of economic nationalism among the majority Sinhalese especially after the 1970s put an end to the latter. Employment in the public sector and private companies are other sources of income that could compensate for loss of revenue from agriculture, industries and commerce. A long neglect of secular education by these Muslims and ethnic discrimination in public sector employment has restricted the benefits from these avenues also. Kattankudy Muslims are historically known for their religious conservatism which has developed into a wave of fanatical Islamic-Puritanism in recent years. This will be elaborated later. However, this entrenched religious conservatism which put more emphasis on acquiring spiritual knowledge indoctrinated by the traditional madrasas than in attending public schools and studying secular subjects has kept away many Muslim youth of this township from competing for jobs in the public and professional sectors. The only profession that was open to them in the public sector until very recently was teaching and that too was because of a state policy of operating separate schools for Muslim children with separate calendar and syllabi to be taught by Muslim teachers. Some aspects of this state sponsored Muslim schools within the framework of a public school system was elaborated elsewhere. 10 In 2003, there were 18 such schools in Kattankudy with 319 teachers and 8,924 students.
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It was only as late as in 1960 that Kattankudy was able to send its first student to the then one and only university in the country, the University of Ceylon, and after the 1970s, partly because of a new educational awakening among the Muslim community in general and partly because of a standardisation of university entrance examination and quota scheme introduced by the government to give more opportunities for students from rural areas to receive tertiary education, 12 the parents in Kattankudy also showed a keen interest in educating their children. As a result, by 2003 this township had produced 25 medical doctors, 11 engineers and 144 arts and commerce graduates. 13 Among the last group, the majority seems to be women, a surprising development in the context of Kattankudy's religious conservatism. Although this shows an improvement, yet, when compared with other Muslim towns with smaller population the proportionality is too low. 
Rise of Islamist Factionalism
Historically, Kattankudy is reputed for its religious conservatism placed on an equal footing with some orthodox Muslim communities in Tamil Since the latter half of the 1950s, however, the influence of Maulana Ilyas' Tabligh Jamaat, an Islamic missionary movement from India, started gaining momentum. Missionary foot soldiers roamed the streets inviting Muslims to go to the mosque and regularise their prayers and other religious duties. Ulema from India arrived regularly in Kattankudy to train their local counterparts in tabligh activities. As a result, the number of mosques and madrasas multiplied, mosque attendance increased and religious practices attracted even the young. According to one count, there are more than forty mosques, thirty madrasasand four Arabic colleges in Kattankudy and their number is set to increase even further. Yet, the tablighis were a passive group of missionaries who did not resort to any force or violence in propagating their views among the people.
After the 1970s however, the religious fervour of this place received a fresh fillip with the migration of Muslim workers to the Middle East, especially to Saudi Arabia. The Saudi-returnees brought in with them a strand of Wahhabi thought and practices, which is the ruling philosophy of Saudi Arabia.
Wahhabism is a brand of Islamism with a strict dogma on monotheism. In fact, the members of this 
A Sinister Political Trap
In the political and military struggle for a separate Tamil given just two-hour notice to leave their homes and properties in October 1990. 27 The victims were allowed to take with them just 150 rupees in cash, which was less than two US dollars.
A contiguous Tamil territory by merging the Northern and Eastern provinces is vital to the creation of a sizeable and viable Tamil Eelam. This contiguity and viability is ruined partly by state aided
Sinhalese colonization in the Trincomalee District, which makes a possible merger between the north and east territorially impossible, and partly by the presence of Muslim pockets along the eastern coastline, among which the heavily populated Kattankudy, right in the heart of the Batticaloa District is a great bulwark.
The Sri Lankan government's fight against Tamil separatism has succeeded at least on one front.
Whether by design or fortuity it has weakened the disciplined unity of the LTTE. According to the International Crisis Group (ICG) "the government has declared that 600 acres around the harbour will be designated a Special Economic Zone (SEZ), which gives it sweeping powers to acquire land for investment and avoids any need for local consultation. Although Hizbulla was later given a super-ministry as compensation, the message was clear to the Muslims: in a confrontation between the Muslims and the TMVP, the government will side with the latter.
In the meantime the TMVP cadres were also reported harassing the Muslims who live in border villages adjoining Tamil areas such as, Kankeyanodai, Palamunai, Ollikkulam, and
Sikaram. 37 Because of this harassment several Muslims were compelled to sell their houses and property to Tamils and move into Kattankudy. Kattankudy which is already densely populated is fast becoming a refuge for ejected Muslims from border villages. Territorially squeezed by the Indian Ocean in the east and a lagoon in the west, ethnically trapped between two large Tamil settlements one in the north and the other in the south and economically constricted to retail trading and low-paid employment this township is unable to expand to accommodate any new comers. The political scenario of this mullah-merchant conservative urban complex is increasingly becoming analogous to the Gaza Strip in Palestine. How to avoid a potential intifada will be the greatest challenge to the government in Colombo in the near future.
Conclusion
Since the onset of the ethnic war in Sri Lanka, the Muslim community has paid a heavy price simply because it decided to take a neutral stand. The story of this tragedy has not been told in full to the outside world. Kattankudy, the most densely populated Muslim township in the country, is caught up in this war partly because of the township's sheer geographic location in the Eastern Province and partly because of its economic expertise in trade and commerce. With crumbling economic opportunities amidst rising ethno-economic nationalism amongst the majority Sinhalese, internal peace in the township received further setback from the religious side due to the rise of a militant Islamist ideology imported from abroad. Political opportunism in the meantime has made the Muslims of Kattankudy a potential sacrificial lamb at the altar of short sighted compromises between the government and the Tamils.
Notes

